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For the most part, however, these agents continued to
act independently of each other and to build up their own
methods of business and impose their own requirements
irrespective of what was being done elsewhere. Moreover,
the purchases of single Colonies were relatively small and
they competed more or less in the same markets. As the
Colonies developed and important public works and railways
were undertaken, the consequences of this lack of system
and uniformity became increasingly serious. Railways were-
built to different gauges, specifications for locomotives,
plant and mechanical parts were almost as numerous as the
different contracts, which of course meant unnecessarily
heavy costs, different consulting engineers were employed,
each with their own standards, and purchases of stores were
erratic and uneconomical. This state of things soon brought
about "frequent and grave complaints" by the Colonial
Governments as to the management of their affairs and the
Home Government intervened.
After a searching inquiry, a consolidated agency was
established in 1833, under die tide of the Agents General
for the Crown Colonies, and from that year onwards things
began to improve. As the self-governing Colonies (the pre-
sent Dominions) developed, they established their own
Agents General, but meanwhile the Colonial Empire greatly
expanded, and eventually the Department became the
Crown Agents for the Colonies.
Broadly speaking, the work of the Department to-day
may be grouped into finance, appointments, stores and
general supplies, engineering contracts and designs, shipping
and insurance, and certain miscellaneous services. All loans
raised and other financial operations by Colonial Govern-
ments and certain municipal and harbour authorities are
handled in this country by the Crown Agents, who have a
City office in Moorgate. To this Department also falls the